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The Background

By Ed Friedlander, M.D. 
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Shakespeare's "Hamlet" was a remake of an already popular play, based in turn on historical fiction, based in turn on an episode from the Dark Ages, the lawless, might-makes-right era that followed the collapse of Roman-era civilization. 

The Historical Hamlet was the son of a Danish "King of the Jutes", who lived during the Dark Ages. 

· The warlord was assassinated and his crown usurped by his brother. This was a coup, not a secret murder.

· According to current superstition, anyone who killed a crazy person risked acquiring the same disease from the victim's spirit. Therefore, the murdered warlord's son pretended to be crazy, acquiring the nickname "Amlothi", crazy person. 

· Eventually he killed his uncle and became "King of the Jutes" in turn. He ruled successfully, and the nickname stuck. The Geneologies [my link is now down] record "Amleth, King of Denmark." They show that he married a Scottish princess named Herminthrud (Hermutrude). He was eventually killed in battle. He is buried in Denmark in a field called "Ammelhede" ("Hamlet's Heath") to this day.

· In a strange twist of fate, Herminthrud married one Viglek, also "King of Denmark", the man whose army defeated and killed Hamlet.

Michael Skovmand, Dept. of English at U. of Aarhus, Denmark, shared this with me: 

There is a Frisian runic inscription from about 700 AD to the effect that "On a cliff Amleth put up resistance" (translated from Danish: "På en klint satte Amled sig til værge"). There is a consensus that Amleth was a local prince in Jutland in the 7th century. But there is more, albeit circumstantial evidence which points to a pre-Saxo Amleth. A report from a vicar north of Aarhus in Jutland from 1623 describes a locality called Ammelhede where according to local legend Amled lies buried. The details of this report shows how Amled existed in popular memory, independent of Saxo which at that time had only existed in Danish a hundred years and had practically no readership beyond the clergy and a few academics. Ammelhede exists to this very day, and in 1933 the local tourist board put up a stone with this memorial inscription: "Amled ypperste / Oldtids-snille / teed sig tåbe / Til H‘vnens time / Kaaret paa ting / Af jyder til konge/ H jsat han hviler / Paa Ammel Hede" ( = "Amled the greatest / Craftiest of Old / Acted a fool / Until the hour of revenge / Elected at the "Ting" / by Jutes to be king / raised high he rests / at Ammel Heath" [my translation]) So next time you visit Denmark, stop by Ammelhede, a few miles to the south-east of Randers -- don't even think about visiting the bogus 'Hamlet's Grave' between Elsinore and Copenhagen! 
In Saxo, Hamlet pretends to think that the beach sand is ground grain. This is ancient, being repeated explicitly in an old Norse saga (the Prose Edda) which refers to the ocean-wave nymphs "who ground Hamlet's grain". (Kennings sometimes alluded to other stories which the audience would know.) 

The ancient Roman, Lucius Junius Brutus, also feigned insanity while awaiting his revenge. This gave the family its name ("brute" = unthinking animal), which was passed along to the Brutus who killed Caesar. David (I Samuel) also once feigned madness to deceive Saul. In our era, organized crime leader Vincente Gigante is said to have feigned madness. 

There is a historical novel, now hard to find, about the historical Hamlet entitled "The War of Jutish Succession".
Royal Deceit is a B-movie, not released in theaters, adapted from Saxo. I'd appreciate knowing of any good links.
Amled -- "Viking Theater" play based on Saxo.
Prince of Jutland -- Danish movie based on Saxo. Christian Bale is Hamlet.

Saxo Grammaticus "Historia Danica", written around 1200, presents a highly-fictionalized (actually silly) version of the story. 

· [image: image2.jpg]


Horwendil, warlord of Jutland, kills the King of Norway in single combat and is given Gurutha, daughter of the King of Denmark. Their son is "Amleth". 

· Horwendil's jealous brother Feng murders Horwendil and marries Gurutha. The murder is no secret. (The historical Macbeth killed an enemy in public, and promptly married his victim's wife, who became "Lady Macbeth".) Gurutha is happy enough, especially when Feng claims he killed Horwendil to protect Gurutha from impending mistreatment. 

· Amleth pretends to be crazy. Feng tries to find out whether he is really crazy, or just pretending. 

· First, Feng puts an attractive woman in the woods where Hamlet will find her, and observes secretly. Amleth is warned of the plot, and takes the woman off for a private date. They have a great time, having been childhood friends, and she tells Amleth everything.

· Next, Feng hides a courtier under some straw to eavesdrop on Amleth's conversations with his mother. Amleth suspects a trap, pretends to think he is a chicken, jumps around on the straw, stabs the eavesdroper to death through the straw, cuts the body up, and tosses it into the sewer where it is eaten by the pigs. 

· Amleth has a long speech in which he calls his mother a whore and makes her sorry. She agrees to help him. She begins weaving a net to entrap Feng's courtiers.

· Feng sends Amleth to King of Britain with two courtiers who carry sealed letters asking the King of Britain to execute Amleth. Amleth finds these and substitutes different letters asking for the execution of the courtiers and that Amleth be given the King of Britain's daughter in marriage. Again, this all works out for Amleth. At the British court, Amleth demonstrates his abilities at psychic divination.

· Amleth returns a year later. He arrives at Feng's court, where he again pretends to be insane. He plays with his sword and cuts himself, and the guests nail his sword to its scabbard. Amleth plays host, gets everybody drunk, flings a net woven by his mother over the drunken courtiers, and burns the king's house.

· Feng is asleep nearby. Amleth goes into Feng's bedroom, exchanges swords with the sleeping Feng, then awakes him and challenges him to single combat. Feng now has the sword that is nailed to the scabbard, and Amleth kills him. 

· Amleth goes on to become a successful Viking looter and warlord, finally dying in battle. Saxo confirms that Amleth's Scottish wife betrayed him and married Wiglek (Viglek), the man who had killed him in battle.
Saxo
Saxo in Translation
Belleforest's "Histories Tragiques" was a book of stories in French from 1576. Belleforest adapted Saxo's historical fiction. 
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The queen committed adultery before the murder of Hamlet's father.

· Hamlet is melancholy and brooding.

· There is a lot of dialogue. Hamlet's very long speech in his mother's bedroom is closely followed by Shakespeare.

There was an English translation in 1608, "The History of Hamblet" (sic.); it borrows Shakespeare's "A rat! A rat!", and specifically makes the "covering" through which the spy is stabbed into a wall hanging. 

My link to Belleforest in translation is now down. Please let me know if this ever reappears online.

"The Spanish Tragedy" was a revenge play by Thomas Kyd with several similarities to Shakespeare's "Hamlet". It may be a companion-piece to the original "Hamlet" play, which Kyd probably also wrote. 

· The background is one of international political intrigue.

· A ghost reveals a secret murder (but to the audience, not the hero).

· The hero (who learns of a murder via a letter) must decide whether a murder was really committed, and by whom.

· The hero acts crazy; it is not clear how much of this is pretending

· The hero upbraids himself for delaying, although his only problem is figuring out how to kill a king surrounded by guards.

· There is a play-within-the-play. The bad guys play roles, and are actually killed onstage.

Synopsis
The older "Hamlet" play... ("Ur-Hamlet") 
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There are several records of a play, performed in 1594 at Newington Butts outside London, and probably earlier, about Hamlet. It is described as a tragedy with a ghost crying "Hamlet, revenge!". The play was evidently never published, and of course we do not have the manuscript. 

Thomas Nashe wrote in 1589 in his introduction to a book by Robert Greene, "English Seneca read by candlelight yields many good sentences -- as 'Blood is a beggar' and so forth; and if you entreat him fair on a frosty morning he will offer you whole Hamlets, I should say handfuls, of tragical speeches!" Nashe is mostly spoofing Thomas Kyd, who wrote blood-and-thunder revenge plays. So Kyd is probably the author of the first "Hamlet" play. 

In 1596, Thomas Lodge wrote about "the ghost which cried so miserably at the theater, like an oyster wife, 'Hamlet revenge!'". 

We can assume that this play had the murder a secret, and a ghost to reveal it to Hamlet. Some people will tell you that this play must be the source of these plot elements, which fit with the genre: 

· the play within a play;

· Ophelia's madness;

· Hamlet's death and the surrounding circumstances.

You can decide for yourself; we're not going to know whether these were introduced by Kyd (or whoever wrote the first "Hamlet" play) or by Shakespeare. 


The First Quarto of Shakespeare's "Hamlet" (Dated 1603, pirated, the "bad quarto") seems to have been put together from an actor's memory. (Maybe Marcellus -- his lines are best-preserved). 

It contains elements which distinguish it from the other versions we have of Shakespeare's "Hamlet". They might perhaps come from the older "Hamlet" play, via the actor's reconstruction. 

· The spy is called Corambis, not Polonius. His servant is Montano, not Reynaldo.

· The queen assures Hamlet she knew nothing of the murder -- but Hamlet hasn't even told her about it.

· The queen promises to "conceal, consent, and do her best" to aid Hamlet in his revenge against the king.

· The queen warns Hamlet, via Horatio, of a plot.

Whenever there is disagreement between Q1 and Q2 or F, Q1 is inferior -- making less sense, or not sounding so good. Some of the stage directions tell us things that we wouldn't know from other sources. 

· The ghost comes into the queen's bedroom in his pajamas ("night gown");

· Ophelia plays the lute (an early kind of guitar) when she's crazy.

· When Hamlet and Laertes fight, "they catch one another's rapiers".

Here is Hamlet's most famous speech as it appears in the Bad Quarto... 

To be, or not to be, aye, there's the point,
To die, to sleep, is that all? Aye, all.
No, to sleep, to dream, aye merry, there it goes,
For in that dream of death, when we awake,
And borne before an everlasting Judge,
From whence no passenger ever returned,
The undiscovered country, at those sight 
The happy smile, and the accursed damned. 
But for this, the joyful hope of this,
Who'd bear the scorns and flattery of the world,
Scorned by the right rich, the rich cursed of the poor? 
The widow being oppressed, the orphan wronged, 
The taste of hunger, or a tyrant's reign,
And thousand more calamities besides, 
To grunt and sweat under this weary life, 
When that he may his full quietus make,
With a bare bodkin? Who would this endure,
But for a hope fo something after death?
Which puzzles the brain, and doth confound the sense, 
Which makes us rather bear those evils we have, 
Than fly to others that we know not of.
Aye that, oh this conscience makes cowards of us all. 

First Quarto (1603) -- visit here to see just how bad the "bad quarto" is.
Second Quarto (1604) -- for comparison.
Folio (1623) -- for comparison.

"Antonio's Revenge" by John Marston, is mentioned by a contemporary source as 1601, and has a very similar plot to Shakespeare's "Hamlet". 

· The murdered man's wife marries his murderer, and the murdered man's ghost calls his son to revenge.

· The son pretends to be insane, and is melancholy. He walks around in black reading a book.

· There is a play-within-a-play for no reason.

· The son foregoes an opportunity to kill the murderer in hopes of a better revenge later.

· The ghost speaks from beneath the stage, and reappears in the mother's bedroom.

· The son's girlfriend dies of a broken heart.

Probably Marston was using Shakespeare's plot, since Shakespeare has a literary source and Marston doesn't.

"Der Bestrafte Brudermord" ("Fratricide Punished") is a German play which is obviously an adaptation of Shakespeare's "Hamlet", which it resembles in contradistinction to Belleforest. 
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A ghost appears to Francisco, Horatio, and the other guards at the beginning.

· Hamlet says he is "sick at heart" over his father's death and his mother's remarriage.

· Hamlet wants to go back to Wittenberg but the king asks him to stay in Denmark.

· Corambus's son Leonhardus goes to France. 

· The king gets drunk, as is his habit.

· The ghost tells how he was killed by having "hebona" poured in his ear.

· Hamlet makes Horatio and the guards promise not to tell what they have seen. They swear in several locations. The ghost calls on them to swear from below ground.

· Hamlet begins acting crazy. Corambus remembers his own youth, and suggests that Hamlet is in love.

· Hamlet tells Ophelia to "go to a nunnery."

· Hamlet stages a play-within-a-play. The king's guilt is revealed by his reaction when poison is poured into the player-king's ear.

· Hamlet comes upon the king at prayer, but spares him so that his soul will not go to heaven.

· Hamlet kills Corambus by stabbing him through a tapestry.

· Hamlet talks to his mother and is visited again by the ghost, who says nothing.

· Ophelia goes crazy and commits suicide by jumping off a cliff.

· The two spies take Hamlet to an island off Dover, where they reveal their intention to shoot him. They stand on either side and let him give the signal. He ducks and they shoot each other. Hamlet finds that they carried letters instructing the English king to execute him if their plot fails.

· Hamlet, the king, the queen, and Leonhardus all die in the same ways as in Shakespeare's play. The king uses diamond dust as poison. ("That won't work." -- Ed the Pathology Guy.). 

What's more, the scenes and narrative proceed in the same order as in Shakespeare's play. Somebody will tell you that the old man's name being "Corambus" is proof that "Der Bestrafte Brudermord" must therefore derive from the older Hamlet play. This seems silly to me. I'd conclude, rather, that in the first run of Shakespeare's "Hamlet", Polonius and Reynaldo were named Corambis and Montano, and that Shakespeare changed their names for some reason. 

"Der Bestrafte Brudermord" has some other points of agreement with Q1 against Q2, but even more with Q2 against Q1. So both seem to be adaptations of Shakespeare's original.
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So what did Shakespeare add? 

Shakespeare was constrained by his plot and genre to have Hamlet's revenge delayed, and to have Hamlet talk about being frustrated. Belleforest provided the essential plot. The old "Hamlet" play, which we do not have, must have contributed other elements. 

Shakespeare adds more. The play is very long, and must have been trimmed for production. So Shakespeare must have written much of it to please himself. 

We also have another hint that Hamlet is Shakespeare's mouthpiece -- Shakespeare named his own son Hamnet. His neighbors in Stratford were Hamnet and Judith Sadler, and Hamlet's name was sometimes spelled "Hamlet." Hamnet Shakespeare died in August 1596. 

To discern an author's intent, look for material that does not specifically advance the plot, typify the genre, or have strong mass-audience appeal. Here is what Shakespeare added... 

· Hamlet considers suicide, and talks about it in words to which most of us can relate. Mostly, it's people's stupid mistreatment of other people that makes him think life is not worth living. 

· The one extended reference to Christianity (the rooster crows all night in the Christmas season) is a beautiful legend which is obviously not true.

· Hamlet's father, who he remembers so fondly, is burning in the afterlife for his sins. Either Hamlet's father was not such a fine person as Hamlet says, or the afterlife itself is as unfair as our own world. (Of course Shakespeare could not talk about this possibility openly.)

· Speaking of the afterlife... Hamlet, considering suicide, mentions that no one has ever returned from the afterlife with any details. This is despite the fact that we just saw him talking to a ghost. I think Shakespeare is saying, "This story is fiction. The ideas Hamlet talks about are basic to human experience."

· 
The girl who is used as a spy on Hamlet is one about whom he cares very much, and who may be pregnant by him.

· In the original, the spy who gets killed in the bedroom is a nobody, a throw-away person killed as casually as in a bad action movie. The spy who Hamlet kills in his mother's bedroom is not only somebody we have gotten to know -- he is the father of the woman Hamlet loves. Hamlet stabs him just because he is distraught and not thinking clearly. Hamlet -- who lives in a bad world -- himself becomes culpable. Shakespeare does not allow us to overlook this.

· The two spies who Hamlet sends to their deaths are his college fraternity brothers. It is not absolutely certain that they actually intend Hamlet any harm. It's just conceivable that they are too stupid to realize what's going on.

· Hamlet is interested in acting, and coaches actors. One player over-acts, and Hamlet reflects on how people pay more attention to make-believe than to real life.

· In the prayer scene, Shakespeare lets us listen to the King as he tries to repent his crime, and fails. The king gains much stature and some sympathy.

· Hamlet talks to a foot soldier who knows that the war is stupid and that he is likely to die for no good reason. Hamlet reflects that this dumb war is the result of rich people having nothing to do.

· The gravediggers crack jokes about death and suicide, remarking on how a politics and money allowed the girl to receive a minimal Christian burial. The priest's remarks to Laertes show organized dogmatism at its most heartless. (In fact, this pathologist thinks Ophelia probably died accidentally.)

· Hamlet handles Yorick the beloved jester's skull and meditates on how everybody ends up dead in the end.

· Hamlet likes the man with whom he fights his duel. Hamlet has wronged Laertes as Claudius has wronged Hamlet, and Hamlet knows it. 

· Hamlet tells Horatio he think that perhaps "there's a divinity that shapes our ends" which made him board the pirate ship. From time to time, Hamlet talks about a sense that he is God's agent, with his steps guided by divine providence. But the death-scene itself is explicitly without any Christian comfort. In Q1 (recalled by the actor either from the earlier play, or from what a good-guy hero might be expected to say), Hamlet's last words were, "Heaven receive my soul." Instead, Shakespeare's Hamlet speaks cryptic last words: "The rest is silence."

· Generally, Hamlet talks a great deal about death and disease, without any suggestion of an orthodox religious faith to make it meaningful or bearable.

Almost all readers and viewers come away from "Hamlet" liking the prince very much. He is a thinker, and he is funny. We see into his own mind, and discover him to be genuine and sincere. We admire him for resisting the evil around him. 

But Hamlet is both stupid and mean when he kills Polonius. And it is hard to like his nasty, bitter outlook on life in the first half of the play. Especially, if you do not like everything about today's teenaged "Goth" culture (wearing black, being clever and disrespectful, playing with people's feelings, complaining that life seems meaningless and empty), you won't like everything about the Hamlet who we meet at the beginning. 

If this were an action-movie or something by one of Shakespeare's contemporaries, the prince might be entirely sympathetic, and his enemies altogether despicable. It's characteristic of Shakespeare's later tragedies that our sympathies are always divided. Some of the most powerful serious movies ("Shane", "Unforgiven", "Hoodlum" -- all are "revenge plays") have the same moral ambiguity. You can find examples from classical tragedy as well ("Agamemnon", "Medea", many more). 

In "Hamlet", Shakespeare explains why he writes in this way -- he intends to "hold a mirror up to nature", to show us ourselves. 
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